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Robert D. Clark and Hill Walker’s Idea of “Escalation”

Most occurrences, whether they are large or small, are not merely isolated happenings, but part of a greater chain of being, so to speak.  Each event leads to another, following a sort of pre-projected path, either increasing to a point of intensity, or decreasing from it.  This theory has been discussed in a number of milieus: evolution, international politics, and child behavior.  The latter was studied closely by former UO Professor Hill Walker, and he developed a specific theory, outlining the steps of this escalation, and what can be done to prevent its reaching catastrophic levels.







The theory of behavioral escalation is based upon a chain of events of noncompliance that increase in intensity, building up to one peak situation of extreme noncompliance, and then receding, or de-escalating, once again. Hill Walker, drawing from psychologist Geoff Colvin,  outlines this as a cycle in terms of classroom behavior, having seven phases: Calm, Triggers, Agitation, Acceleration, Peak, De-Escalation, and Recovery.  Each phase leads into the next, building on the behaviors and events in the previous phase.
The aggressor (student in this case) begins in a stage of relative calm, where “to all outward appearances, their behavior is appropriate;”​[1]​ an action (the “trigger”) then sets off the next phase of escalation.  This trigger may come as a result of a variety of events, often benign and not intended on the part of the authority to cause any offense.  The student is “provoked by a perception that something negative is being inflicted on them”​[2]​ - whether or not this may be the case.  Now, pressure pushes the student to increased levels of distress, leading handily into the next two phases.
Walker describes the state of agitation as one including a wide range of exaggerated emotional dispositions, blaming it on an “inability to effectively manage triggers.”​[3]​ This can manifest itself in a number of ways, and, as is to be discussed later, was fundamental in student actions throughout the 1970 protests.  The fourth phase, acceleration, is a channeled version of the preceding phase.  Agitation, in a classroom setting, primarily focuses on unfocused, off-task behavior; acceleration, on the other hand, is based upon behavior directed precisely toward engaging the teacher or other authority figure.  In this stage, the student is likely to question, threaten, or argue with the teacher, flat-out refuse to cooperate, or engage in a variety of other, inappropriate behaviors designed to get attention..  As the student tests the limits of authority, the situation escalates to the fifth phase, known as Peak.
In the Peak phase, the student's behavior is “characterized by serious disruption and often represent a threat to the safety of others.”​[4]​  Here is where actions such as assault and destruction of property occur, inflicting damages that reach beyond merely a classroom setting.  The student in the classroom may also exhibit a variety of self-destructive behaviors, or simply throw a tantrum; regardless of the situation, the student is now completely out of control.  After reaching this peak, a slow de-escalation (the sixth phase) begins.  Once the violence (or other disruption) has reached its height, the aggressor's agitation begins to wane, although they are still unlikely to respond to authority directives.  This phase overall is marked by confusion on the part of the student, and defined by actions such as denial, blame of others, and general avoidance of discussing the situation.  Now, the only stage left is Recovery, where “behavior returns to a nonagitated, relatively normal state,”​[5]​ and the student at least outwardly regains an interest in normal life.  However, the former aggressor often exhibits defensive behavior, resisting prolonged interaction with other students and discussion of the events in the preceding cycle.







Dr. Hill Walker, sometimes working in concert with other contemporary child psychologists, proposed a series of steps a teacher or administrator could take to ease a potentially tempestuous situation.   He refined this theory, of “de‑escalation,” over the years, first writing about it in his 1967 doctoral dissertation, and again and again throughout the years in a number of publications.  Although his dissertation was written before the topsy-turvy years of student action at the University of Oregon really began, Walker's framework applies directly to the tactics used by Robert D. Clark when faced with student noncompliance.  Other parts of the framework also involve direct parallels to reactions by other members of the administration at all levels, some of which was less than desirable.
In his dissertation, Dr. Walker demonstrates little sympathy for teachers who encounter noncompliance in their classrooms. He outlines specific steps for having an ordered classroom, the most important factor in avoiding noncompliance altogether, stating up front that “disorder represents a lack of structure.”​[8]​  Walker discusses student behavioral responses to this lack of order, in terms of the cycle of escalation, and the teacher's role in that cycle. Walker encourages teachers to assess that discrepancy, and fix it, so as to avoid any possibility of conflict with students. By doing this, he places the burden of responsibility on the teacher for having a classroom that is an environment conducive to compliance, as it were.
A teacher must have a “clear administrative policy”​[9]​ in order to ensure proper student response. If what the teacher desires is unclear, even to the teacher, then students in a volatile situation are unlikely to respond in a positive manner. By being firm and direct, a teacher should have no problems effectively managing a classroom.  Walker goes into a great deal of detail on this in a tract he co-authored with Janet Eaton Walker in 1991 designed to help teachers ease noncompliance in the classroom.
A teacher has many options with the student at any point in the cycle of escalation to halt further noncompliance, and Walker proposes a series of actions a teacher should take to achieve resolution.  First, he outlines three clear, distinct rules that a teacher ought to follow.  Briefly, he directs the teacher not to make or reiterate any demands to students “when they appear in an agitated state,”​[10]​ and at that not to allow themselves to become “engaged” in an cycle of arguing with the student.  Thirdly, he recommends that the teacher to not “play the student's hand”​[11]​ and instead exit the situation entirely rather than revert to coercion or other tactics.  This sense of calm disengagement may only serve to agitate the student more, but a teacher with controlled emotions is then able to direct the student's agitation.
If a teacher or administrator is not careful, the noncompliant student may begin to use his or her agitation as a tool to further perpetrate the cycle.  Remember that agitation is only the third stage in this behavioral escalation, and if left unchecked, it can easily accelerate to a peak of violence.  It is thus even more important for the teacher to remain as disengaged from this agitation as possible.  Walker recommends that the teacher assist the student in agitation control; the key to success in this lies in giving the student a chance to initiate appropriate behavior, rather than forcing it upon them.​[12]​.  Naturally, further steps ought to be taken should this not occur, but merely having faith in the students and their capabilities will be the teacher's most important tool.




The final instruction Walker gives in his handbook for teachers is almost added on as an afterthought, but it is one of the most important in our case study, as it has a direct link to the events of spring 1970 and Robert D.  Clark's actions:  “As a general rule, you should always try to settle any conflict between you and the student rather than involving third parties in the dispute.... you and the student must have a continuing relationship, and, if you depend on others to mediate your relationship and to settle such conflicts, the possibilities for future conflicts are unlimited.” ​[15]​
As with the Walker's main points that ring true throughout the text, this excerpt demonstrates the need for the teacher or administrator to be in absolute emotional, mental, and physical control at all times.  Secondary to that, also present here, is an awareness of the emotions and volatility of the student.  An administrator following these tenets, according to Dr.  Walker, will rarely face failure when confronted with an unstable situation - such as what Clark faced upon assuming the presidency at the U of O.






The incidents that took place in April 1970 did not just begin that spring.  Rather, the events of that tumultuous spring had roots stretching back over the previous decade.  The 1960's marked the beginning of an era of change at the university; this is the “Calm” phase in the theory of behavioral escalation.  This paved the way for the school year 1968-69; a few very specific events, under Acting President Charles Johnson, provided the triggers for further altercations.  Student agitation grew on a nationwide level in 1969 and 1970, accelerating the pace of protest at the University of Oregon as well.  A series of minor events took place here in the cycle, crises that Robert D.  Clark successfully halted.  However, violence still intensified throughout the campus, reaching its peak in April 1970, with bombings of campus buildings and a sit-in at Johnson Hall, all escalating to the point where the National Guard appeared on campus.  However, even with such a response Clark retained the calm upper hand, successfully avoiding any significant destruction. The turbulence eventually ran its course, de-escalating fairly rapidly.  The final phase, Recovery, is still taking place, with former students and faculty alike exhibiting psychological signs typical after such conflict.




The phase of “Calm” is characterized by the student's outward desire of wanting to follow directives and interact normally with authority, even striving for excellence at times. Students in the 1960's wanted to be on the same level as the administration, not necessarily fighting against it, and these increased freedoms gave them a perfect platform upon which to do that.  However, like in Walker's calm phase, there were little, unnoticed problems, among students, faculty, and the community. 




Many faculty and community members were unsettled by these changes. Flemming had never been able to gain a large amount of respect in Oregon, partly because of actions he undertook while a member of the US cabinet under Dwight D.  Eisenhower that affected Oregon farmers.  However, many now felt threatened by the increased role that students had in University politics; though nothing came to a head during this decade, public tolerance for student actions, already low, was beginning to decrease still more.
With Flemming's departure in 1968, Dr.  Charles E.  Johnson was appointed Acting President of the University.  This “thoroughly decent”​[19]​ man inherited all of Flemming's debris, leading to a number of triggers, true to Walker's theory,  that would lead to future conflict.  This annum was ripe with small clashes amongst students, and between students and administration.  Some people lump this year with the next when discussing the history of discord here; although there was a considerable amount of friction during this year, it was on a much smaller scale compared to the events of the following school year.  A number of incidents took place this year that tried the patience of students, administration, and the community.
Now that students had a greater role in University politics, they did not hesitate to bring up issue after issue.  One was what become known informally as the “grape issue.” Outraged by poor working conditions and rising prices ,a movement, led by Cesar Chavez,  was sweeping the nation to boycott buying grapes until this problem was remedied.  UO students jumped on this bandwagon, demanding that the residence halls stop serving this controversial fruit.  Johnson wavered on this matter, saying at first that the University had no right to be taking such a position, then later administering a student opinion survey about what ought to be done.  The poll's “design was nonprofessional, its methodology skewered, its validity doubtful”​[20]​ and only got Johnson into a greater mess than he'd been in previously, especially once it came out that the residence halls had already unwittingly increased the purchase (and consumption) of grapes.​[21]​  The situation then met a dead end and died out, unresolved, but unhappiness was evident.
Another similar non-issue conflict arose over free speech and the use of obscenity on campus, particularly in the Oregon Daily Emerald.  On October 4, 1968, an article appeared in the Emerald discussing a new student organization, who called themselves (for the article's sake) the “Motherfuckers” - language that was “not the type you'd use in front of your children or their friends.”​[22]​ Community and faculty rancor ensued, with one community member harshly criticizing Johnson's inaction on the issue, declaring that “when misfits control the university, chaos results.”​[23]​Misfits may have not been controlling the university, but the obscenity issue certainly was.  Johnson again refused to take a stand, leaving many people miffed, and leading the way for further agitation.  Overall, just as in the behavioral escalation theory, “a series of unresolved problems”​[24]​ was evident everywhere.
In a classroom setting, during the third phase of the cycle, a student usually exhibits a number of physical nervous behaviors that indicate agitation; in this case, perhaps such agitation could metaphorically be applied to the student body.  In fall 1969, students everywhere were itching for action.  Youth, many not even students, streamed to Eugene wanting to be activists; it was a “mecca for disaffected people.”​[25]​ Here, the most basic psychological traits discussed by Walker show themselves prominently.  Like an unruly child, student behavior was designed primarily to generate attention of the authorities - shock value, some may say.  This was evidenced in demonstrations; the mob mentality was prevalent, with students regularly hurling profanity at administration and quickly becoming unruly, with little real provocation.  One eyewitness recalled the crowd as being composed mostly of onlookers who'd accidentally been drawn in, and that once the rally had started the “crowd was in a frenzy”​[26]​ and would destroy anything in its path.  This agitation quickly accelerated as the months went on, with “people acting like animals,”​[27]​ and reaching increasingly violent heights.
Here is where the events diverge a little from Walker's neatly-laid-out path.  Rather than just one main event signifying the peak phase, there were many, taking place over the span of a few months.  Each event, to some extent or another, was successfully defused and de-escalated by Clark, reaching its own peak and then eventually dying out.  The entire movement took that shape; by fall 1971, it had “burned itself out,”​[28]​ quickly de-escalating, through the final two stages of the cycle. 
Tension on campus reached its peak in April 1970, as student violence and action intensified.  Prince Lucien Campbell Hall and Johnson Hall (home to University administrative offices) were bombed; the ROTC building, now gone, was victim to arson; and student protests on the streets were a daily sight.  The situation was “out of control,”​[29]​ or at least had a potential to get that way.  However, the “Gandhi-esque”​[30]​ wisdom of Robert D. Clark helped to keep the protests from escalating to something more than they were.  Following right along with Walker's instruction for teachers, Clark was able to make the fifth phase in the cycle as short as possible, and the cycle itself disintegrated quickly thereafter.
Halting Escalation at the UO
Dr.  Clark was the “epitome of a gentleman”​[31]​; more than that, though, he was also the epitome of a good teacher and a consistently calm administrator.  His integrity never wavered throughout the years of student conflict at the University of Oregon. Regardless of the challenge before him, he refused to engage students in argument or conflict, instead holding his ground and keeping cool at all times. 
One major precondition that Walker sets out in his handbook for teachers is that a teacher must clearly communicate his or her behavioral expectations for the students; along with that, it is imperative that the teacher (or administrator) operates using a “clear administrative policy”​[32]​ toward agitators.  Clark placed a large amount of faith in the student protestors, giving them a platform to speak, and then calmly responding and informing them of his expectations.  This was the case one evening in spring 1970, when a group of about 50-100 students (Paseman) forced their way into the Johnson Hall administrative offices.  Clark stood amid this group of jeering students, who called him names and interrupted him as he spoke.  Despite this, he firmly told them why he thought that they were wrong, but that he supported their right to protest, and allowed them to remain in the building overnight.  After the predetermined time period was over, and the students demanded to stay longer, he stuck with his original directive, and the students eventually left.  This is also important because it signifies to the students Clark's faith in their abilities of self-control, something else Walker discussed. Along with this, he gave the students some credit for their action.  When student protests closed East 13rh Avenue through campus to traffic, once the unrest died down, Clark allowed to it to remain closed to most motor vehicles, as it is today.




The National Guard presence on campus was not a decision on the part of Robert Clark.  This action was decided by Oregon Governor Tom McCall, who bowed to pressures from legislators and the community to do something about what was seen as an out-of-control fringe group dominating the University of Oregon.  In this case, the agitators were his constituents, and the governor allowed himself to get engaged in behavioral politics with them.  It was late in his term as governor, and his “political sense overwhelmed his good sense” (Paseman).  Along with breaking this cardinal rule of managing noncompliance, McCall broke another - the entrance of a third party.  This displayed to the entire state that the governor had no control over the University and events that took place there.  McCall never made a stance one way or the other, and according to some sources often privately agreed with Clark's actions, though Clark regularly had to defend himself to the legislature, who was looking for a scapegoat for the constant turmoil.  	Because he allowed them to, they found one in McCall.  The fact that the National Guard ever appeared on campus was primarily the result of a series of understandings, brought about by the particularly volatile state of all involved, because of the agitation present in previous stages, setting the scene for yet further escalation.
Former University Acting President Charles Johnson also demonstrated a similar inability to deal with noncompliance.  One example of this is in the “grape issue”; following Walker's instruction, Johnson should never have gotten involved in this conflict in the first place.  The issue was minor, but rather than disengaging, Johnson allowed it to escalate by his continued response to student demands.  By initiating the opinion poll, Johnson too was involving a “third party” of sorts, demonstrating his own powerlessness in the situation.  He also made the fatal blunder of not having “predetermined what is important . . . and what compromises”​[34]​ he was willing to make, instead having to make them on the fly while under the scrutiny of the students.  Robert D.  Clark, perhaps drawing on Johnson's errors, made no similar mistakes.
Clark demonstrated another tactic that was characteristic to Walker's ideal.  He refused to allow personal attachment to any of the events that took place, no matter how harshly he may have been criticized, instead remaining a “stoic human being.”​[35]​ Clark knew that he was right, and had no problem defending it.  Clark acted as a calming influence for his students and staff, as well as the legislature and community at large, constantly defending the students' right to protest.  Still, though, he refused to become engaged in battle, and didn't give in to pressure from any direction, no matter how great.  Indeed, with his omnipresent calm head, he helped to reduce agitation that had been rising among University faculty for the past decade or so; also, once the protests were over, he helped the University regain much of the credibility that it had lost in the community. 
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